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This weekend we have been under the spell of our church’s spectacular presentation of the "Godspell" musical. What a treat, and what a gift these talented singers and actors have given to this congregation! It seems only right and proper that we remain under God’s spell for our worship today.
The spell of God can be captivating—"spell-binding," shall we say. When God becomes real and compelling, God’s spell can move like enchanting music that fills our souls and our lives. 
Sometimes God’s spell can follow us into unusual places. Recently I was having trouble with my computer. My e-mail system had gone on the blink. I summoned Logan Wilkins to provide some professional assistance. When he began working on the problem, he made online contact with my e-mail provider, and typed in a request for a technical support person. I was standing there watching. In a few moments on the screen of my computer there appeared a freshly typed message with these words: "Hello, my name is Jesus. How may I help you?" (I am not making this up!) Logan turned to me and said, "Mel, only to a minister would this ever happen!" How many times do we get technical support from Jesus! And of course, Jesus knew exactly what to do to fix the problem.
Given the mysterious nature of computers, this may have been the real Jesus. Or it could have been a newly arrived man from Mexico named "Jesus" or "Yay-soos," a Latin American online Jesus. God’s spell can swirl around us, even in cyberspace! Like the Godspell musical ringing in our ears for days afterward, so the spell of God can continue to reverberate in our lives.
Webster’s Dictionary defines spell as "magical power, irresistible influence, fascination, or enchantment."
During the season of Lent the spell of God keeps lingering around us, just as it lingered around Jesus on his journey in the wilderness. That spell also continued in the early church in the period following Jesus’ earthly life. The Spirit that was in Jesus now has been given to the fledgling church; the spell that emanated from Jesus has infused the life of the early church.
But there are those who try to break the spell. For the early church there were those trying to replace God’s spell with their spell, their negative influence and power. At one point this happened when Herod the King perceived that the early Christians were getting too much power. He must have felt threatened, so he began a new wave of persecution. He was trying to break God’s spell, so he had one of the early Christians killed. Then he seemed to be planning the same fate for Peter. First Herod put Peter in jail, while he plotted against him. 
But Herod underestimated God’s spell and the power of the praying community. While Peter was in prison, the early Christians, this little faith community, gathered to pray for him. They prayed "fervently," the story says. During this time an angel appeared to Peter and orchestrated his escape. His chains fell off his wrists, and the angel led him out of the jail, right by the noses of the guards. It seemed like a miracle. 
When Peter appeared at the door of the house where his fellow Christians were praying, the servant Rhoda announced that he was there, and the people couldn’t believe it. They said, "You’re out of your mind." They knew Peter was chained in prison and that Herod was moving closer to killing him—executing him. 
But the spell of God rushed in, and Peter was saved from the clutches of Herod. After this happy part of the story, the plot thickens again, and we move into the R or X rated section of the story. Herod becomes angry and executes the guards who let Peter escape. Then some people from another area beg Herod to send them food. Herod becomes puffed up with his sense of importance—arrogant! And then the story says, "Because he did not give glory to God, an angel of the Lord struck Herod down, and he was eaten by worms and died." How gruesome! Sometimes I wish the Bible would not be so honest, with such graphic description.
But that’s the story. What do we learn from it? For the beleaguered Christians of the first century, this story must have brought them enormous comfort and hope. These people must have thought: If Herod is killed by an angel, this must mean that God is more powerful than kings. God’s power is greater than Caesar’s power; God’s spell is greater than any ruler’s spell. So the first Christians learn, and we learn, that God comes first. God is our highest priority. When we say Jesus is Lord, we are saying that there is no other authority higher than Jesus. We come here to worship and pray to God, to put God first---above all other loyalties!
In the recent patriotic fervor, some churches have gotten caught in an unfortunate controversy over putting an American flag in the sanctuary. I am a believer in patriotism; we should all support our country. But if we read this story of Herod’s harsh rule, we’d be hard pressed to come up with any argument to support the American flag in the sanctuary. God comes first here; there is no other competing loyalty. This is the house of God, not the house of Herod or Caesar. Baptists have fought and died for the principle of separation of church and state. And in this story we can see the early beginnings of that principle. When the church is under God’s spell, being truly the church, there will always be a certain tension with state. 
When we are under the spell of God, we start thinking the way God thinks. We start worrying about the things God worries about. That means we are always in the middle of human suffering and human need. That means we also will struggle with public policy and government regulations, especially as they affect the least privileged people, the most vulnerable, members of society. As God’s people it is our job to bring God’s values of justice, fairness, equality, and peace into public issues. 
Some of you have heard me tell the story of the college chaplain in the 1960’s who was out in the streets demonstrating for racial justice. The university president got complaints and called the chaplain in to tell him, "Why don’t you stick to praying! But the chaplain said, "It was praying that got me into this."
When we are under the spell of God, we have to obey God’s call. That means that we must measure any government action with the litmus test of our faith. We therefore cannot say "My country right or wrong." One of the roles of the church is to raise questions, to be the conscience of the state, to make sure that we increase the capacity of our country to be self-critical. Otherwise, we will give over too much authority to the state. When that happens, we can expect the state to start acting with unbridled authority. 
A classic example is the state’s practice of the death penalty. From my faith, I am convinced that the death penalty is morally wrong. We should give life sentences, but not execute people as Herod did. (Surely we can find better models than Herod.) Why do we kill people who kill people to show that killing people is wrong? More killing is not the answer. Therefore, when the state performs an execution, which is state-sponsored murder, I have to stand up and say, "Not in my name."
The writer of Luke-Acts is not against government; but the writer seems to be asking, "When does governmental authority become dangerous?" Herod demonstrates the age-old wisdom: "Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely." As Christians our job is to question the authority of the state, and to bring the light of God’s Way, the light of conscience, into the state’s decisions and policies..
When we are under the spell of God, what happens? This story leads me to two major conclusions:
1.	When we are under God’s spell, there is a heightened awareness of the details of life. In the same way that our eyes and ears were fixed on the details of the scenes of the musical presentation last night and Friday night, so also we become aware of God with us, and we are given a heightened awareness of the goodness of each moment and the sacredness of every life. 
2.	When we are under God’s spell, our priorities get in order. "Jesus is Lord." That means that no other authority is Lord—not our country, the government, not Herod, not the new shopping mall, not the pressures of our peer group or our own wants and wishes.
When we are under the spell of God, we struggle to be faithful to God and to be free. As we saw in "Godspell," our job is to hang out with Jesus long enough for his spell to grab hold of us and fill us with vitality and hope.
Let us pray. Day by day, O dear Lord, three things we pray:
to see thee more clearly, love thee more dearly, follow thee more nearly day by day.
Amen. So may it be.
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